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Housing and service offerings for older people designed to reduce 
unoccupancy rates 
 
In the face of rising unoccupancy rates and the general demographic trend, housing enterprises 
are increasingly coming to recognize the importance of older tenants as reliable clients who 
bring a welcome element of social stability to the housing market. They are now looking for 
ways of retaining older people as tenants and attracting new tenants. In the last 20 years a 
large number of different approaches have been developed to achieve this aim. The present 
research project sets out to summarize these initiatives and bring together some examples of 
best practice. 
 
Between November 2004 and April 2005 a written survey of 431 housing enterprises was 
carried out in collaboration with the regional associations who are affiliated to Germany’s 
National Association of Housing Enterprises (GdW). The survey findings were then studied 
between June 2005 and March 2006 with a view to identifying examples of best practice.  
 
The central hypothesis of the study was that housing enterprises with high rates of 
unoccupancy and a high proportion of older tenants are more likely than others to put measures 
in place for this particular target group. However, the results of the written survey indicate that 
housing enterprises are motivated to take action in this area primarily by the presence or 
prospect of unoccupied properties on their books1. A high proportion of older tenants is not in 
itself sufficient, in most cases, to trigger action.  
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Were the refurbishment measures carried out partly in order 
to avoid unwanted vacancies? 
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The spectrum of possible measures that can be adopted by housing enterprises to retain older 
people as tenants or attract new tenants ranges from structural improvements to the housing 
stock and social service offerings to the provision of special forms of housing for senior citizens. 
In the chart below these different types of measures – sorted according to frequency – are listed 
in detail. What emerges clearly from this is that the main thrust of measures for older tenants 
lies in the adaptation of the existing housing stock. These measures fall into three different 
categories:  
 

                                                      
1  The regional designations in the charts relate to questionnaires received from the following Federal 

states: 
“South-West” region: Bavaria and Baden-Württemberg 
“North-West” region: Schleswig-Holstein, Hamburg, Bremen, Lower Saxony 
“North-East” region: Mecklenburg-Vorpommern, Brandenburg, Berlin 
“Central Eastern” region: Saxony-Anhalt and Thuringia 
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• Alterations designed to adapt housing to the needs of older residents on a piecemeal basis. 
These are only carried out as and when they are needed by an individual tenant in the light 
of his or her problem 
situation.  

•  Pre-emptive adaptation 
carried out in conjunc-
tion with general refur-
bishment and moderni-
zation of the housing 
stock. Here housing 
enterprises tend to wait 
until they are doing 
building work on their 
properties anyway – 
and then make sure that 
the work is executed to 
a standard that meets 
the needs of older 
residents. 

• Improvements to the 
broader residential envi-
ronment designed to 
benefit older people. This covers aspects such as the removal of obstructions and obstacles 
to mobility and the creation of a better quality of life for older people in the immediate 
environs of their housing accommodation. 

Measures already put in place (rated by frequency)
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Adaptation of individual housing units 
 
Exactly half of all the housing enterprises surveyed stated that they adapt their housing units to 
the needs of older tenants in individual cases of need. This puts the adaptation of individual 
housing units at the top of the list of all the measures currently practised. When we look more 
closely, however, it turns out that only 7 % of these housing enterprises adapt more than 10 
housing units per year to meet the needs of individual tenants. This means that in the present 
climate this type of measure is unlikely to make a significant contribution to the adaptation of the 
existing housing stock to an ageing society. 
 
 
Structural adaptation of housing, buildings and environs 
 
The second most frequently practised measure is the pre-emptive adaptation of housing units, 
buildings and their environs to meet the needs of older people, carried out as and when the time 
comes for the general refurbishment and modernization of housing accommodation and its 
environs. Around a third of the enterprises surveyed said they had adopted such measures. 
This type of structural adaptation appears better suited than individual ad hoc measures to the 
creation of senior-citizen-friendly housing and housing environs on a more general scale. 
However, the results of the survey show that this type of measure is likewise largely limited to 
individual instances. Typically, individual buildings that are particularly suitable for older people 
because of their location, or that require substantial refurbishment or conversion anyway 
because of their out-of-date layout, are modernized to comply with modern standards of mobility 
and access2 and in many cases are then rented out exclusively to older tenants. In the first 
instance, therefore, they do not contribute significantly to a structural change in the normal 
housing stock, but simply increase the availability of specialized accommodation for senior 

                                                      
2  As it is rarely possible, when modernizing properties, to meet the exact requirements of DIN 18025, 

Part 2 “Obstruction-free housing”, near-compliance with these DIN requirements – technically referred 
to as “Low-obstruction housing” – is generally the aim in practice. 
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citizens. Nevertheless these specialized conversions do represent an important step in the 
direction of a broader adaptation and upgrading of the existing housing stock. Valuable 
technical lessons are learned here which can later be applied to the modernization of the 
normal housing stock. 
 
While there are plenty of examples of the structural adaptation of buildings, it was not so easy to 
find examples of major projects for the upgrading of the grounds and environs to better meet the 
needs of older residents. A third of the housing enterprises surveyed did claim to have carried 
out such programs: but in the majority of cases this only amounted to the provision of better 
access to the front door of the building. Relatively few examples can be found for a 
comprehensive senior-citizen-friendly redesign of the outdoor grounds and environs. These few 
examples have entailed measures to make footpaths safer and free from obstacles, and 
schemes for adding interest and variety to the grounds and environs. 
 
 
Services for older people in the normal housing stock 
 
The organization of services for older people ranks third on the list of measures put in place by 
housing enterprises, immediately after structural adaptation of the housing stock. Many housing 
enterprises have recognized that the provision of help-care and the promotion of social 
integration are key requirements for enabling older people to live independent lives in their own 
homes.  
 
On the one hand this means service offerings designed to ease the burden of everyday living, 
such as escort services, home help, assistance in dealing with health insurance organizations 
and local authorities, fetch and carry services and the arrangement of nursing care. It also 
includes forms of assistance directly related to housing needs, such as housing advice and 
assistance with home removals. On the other hand it means support services for leisure and 
social life, which seek to combat isolation and encourage contact between tenants, as well as 
opening up opportunities for voluntary work and giving a sense of meaning to older people’s 
lives.  
 
 The accompanying chart summarizes the 
different areas of activity in which the 
surveyed housing enterprises are 
engaged. The most frequently mentioned 
type of activity is the arrangement of 
nursing care by outside providers (32 %). 
In equal second place are the organization 
of social gatherings and the provision of a 
housing advice service (23 % each). Only 
17 % and 14 % of housing enterprises 
respectively provide assistance with home 
removals and access to neighbourhood 
assistance schemes. In last place in the 
list of service offerings at present is the 
customer loyalty card, designed to give 
cardholders access to outside services at 
a discounted price (9 %).  
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The sheer variety of models that have been developed for the organization of social services is 
remarkable. There are some housing enterprises, for example, that work exclusively with 
outside service providers (e.g. charitable organizations, nursing services), subcontracting all 
services to them. Others develop their own in-house social management organization, which 
takes care of all the needs of its older tenants. Others again set up their own service 
companies, which are active in all kinds of different areas (emergency helpline, out-patient care, 
telecommunications).  
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Housing for older citizens: refurbishments and new provision 
 
Unwanted vacancies occur not only within the normal housing stock, but also in housing 
complexes specifically built for older people. In the “old” Federal states (the former West 
Germany) this applies particularly to the outdated housing for older citizens of the 1960s and 
1970s; in the new Federal states – former East Germany – it applies to the large apartment 
blocks containing mostly one-room apartments, which have been rented out mainly to older 
people. But new housing complexes for 
older citizens can also be affected by 
unwanted vacancies, if they have been 
developed without proper regard for the 
needs of the market. 28 % of the housing 
enterprises surveyed have ageing 
accommodation for senior citizens on their 
books. 18 % have housing built after 1980 
(West Germany) or 1990 (East Germany), 
mostly in the form of sheltered housing 
complexes. 30 % of these housing 
enterprises have unoccupied units in their 
housing for older citizens. Most of these 
vacancies relate to apartments that are 
very small, unfavourably located, or in 
need of modernization. 

Reasons for unwanted vacancies 
in housing for older citizens                      

(% of housing enterprises with apartments for older citizens)
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Communal living 
 
In the mid-1980s three new types of accommodation for older people emerged, of which so far 
only sheltered housing has won widespread acceptance. The two other forms – self-organized 
communal living and so-called extra care housing, with constant access to care and support 
services – have only begun to impinge on the consciousness of the housing industry within the 
last few years. So far only 4 - 5 % of the housing enterprises surveyed say that they have 
already completed such a housing project. But it is apparent that there is a growing willingness 
to make buildings or housing units available for these purposes. There have been recent cases, 
for example, of housing enterprises building group accommodation without actually knowing in 
advance if they have tenants lined up to move in. A few years ago such a procedure would have 
been unthinkable. Successful strategies have also been developed in the meantime to minimize 
the risk of specialized conversions for this form of accommodation. 
 
 
Future prospects 
 
The present study shows that the housing industry is entering a new phase in its history. A wide 
variety of approaches and initiatives have been developed for upgrading the housing stock and 
organizing social services for an ageing tenant population – and in the opinion of the housing 
enterprises surveyed, they are having a positive effect in terms of reducing unoccupancy rates. 
As well as strengthening the attachment of older tenants to the housing enterprise concerned, it 
is frequently emphasized that this kind of social commitment to older tenants also helps to 
improve the organization’s image in general terms and thus enhance its appeal to younger 
people as well.  
 
Nevertheless the case studies cited here should not blind us to the fact that the majority of 
housing enterprises are continuing to adopt a wait-and-see attitude. They know that they will 
have to take action in the long run, but they feel uncertain as to what measures are required 
and how feasible they are. Hopefully the present research report will make these housing 
enterprises aware of the available options and show that measures for older people can be 
successfully deployed to reduce unoccupancy rates in the rented housing market. 


